Three Days In Sana’a
A
fter several hours of travelling on bone-shaking roads, through hidden valleys and over high mountain passes, the city reveals itself beneath us bathed in the mellow glow of a fast setting sun. The noisy streets are packed with vehicles of all shapes, sizes and means of propulsion. Donkey carts, bicycles, buses, lorries and little boys pushing overloaded hand carts, compete for precious space on Sana’a’s busy streets.  Everyone is hurrying home in time for evening prayer and the breaking of the fast on this the 26th day of the Holy Month of Ramadan.
At a large intersection where the lights provide mere decoration and a solitary policeman standing on a rickety wooden platform, struggles to maintain order, we join the city bound flow, moving left and right, swapping lanes frequently to maintain progress.

Sana’a, the capital of the Arabian Peninsula country of the Republic of Yemen, boasts a population of nearly one and a quarter million. It is one of the oldest cities in the Middle East and is reputed to be built as the City of Shem, by Noah’s son. In 1990 it was declared the capital after the newly-formed Republic of Yemen was formed. Sana’a means vigour and from my first impression of this frantic city this is no exaggeration.
Built in a shallow basin at nearly 8,000 feet above sea level, San’a has expanded uncontrollably during the last thirty years, boosted by a high birth-rate and movement from the countryside. However, expansion has not brought with it wealth and prosperity. The Yemen and Sana’a remain poor with many people barely able to read and write and living on less than $3 a day. However, no-one looks undernourished and all rush around with the enthusiasm and energy that could be associated with any Western city. 
Our progress through Sana’a continues as a series of stops and starts between hold-ups; sometimes a stalled car; sometimes an upset hand cart with contents spread haphazardly over the street. We lurch on, past the already impressive mosque still under construction with its six pencil-like minarets, and wind through increasingly chaotic streets until we reach our hotel on the edge of the city, beneath the rim of circling mountains, now tinged red by the final glow of the sinking sun.

Later that night I am alone looking out over the city from the hotel terrace and all is quiet. Gone are the aggressively revving engines, impatient horn-blasting and anxious shouts to be replaced in the darkness by a black blanket of near silence – broken only by the occasional car accelerating somewhere in the distance. In between the sporadic white lights of the city, families are gathering to enjoy their last, and only substantial, meal of the day. 
The following morning we leave Sana’a through deserted streets to make our way to Wadi Dhahar a few miles to the north-west. All the shops are tightly shuttered and the ubiquitous blue plastic sheets cover the market stalls in an attempt to offer some degree of security. Newspapers and plastic bags eddy, spiralling upwards, caught on the cool morning breeze. Birds and stray cats picking at remains of food in the gutters, scurry for cover as our mini-bus rattles past.

After half an hour through more empty streets, with the occasional but unpredictable spine-jarring thud as we hit an unseen pothole or loose manhole cover, we reach Wadi Dhahar. Spectacular views surround the village but the highlight is the Dar al-Hajar - the famous “rock palace” – a red multi-story, mud and stone, residence built on a sandstone pinnacle by a local Imam in 1786 as a refuge from the searing summer heat of Sana’a. The view from the roof affords uninterrupted views of several miles of surrounding rock and semi-desert – views that have changed little for thousands of years. As the cool October breeze ruffles our hair we could appreciate the holy man’s reasoning.
We return to the city and it is clear from the rising hubbub that its inhabitants have emerged from the houses and have started their day. Many are now visible crowding the markets and filling the streets. Sana’a has regained its vigour and returned to its usual organised daily chaos.

Later in the day we visit the Old City – declared lock, stock and barrel a UNESCO World Heritage site back in 1984, including its world renowned red and cream, sandstone and adobe houses – all 14,000 of them. Between the houses are welcoming oases of green – patches of grass, flowers and trees. The Old City is a photographer’s dream where the subject finds the photographer!
An undoubted highlight of any visit to the Old City must be the experience of a visit to the Ramadan market in the Souk al-Milh, a noisy 600-metre narrow alleyway crowded with Yemeni humanity selling everything imaginable and unimaginable. Here all kinds of goods can be bought – from plastic buckets to paper bags – from newly baked bread to electric toasters. Kalashnikovs for 200 dollars – carpet slippers for 20 cents! You name it; someone will sell it to you. This congested thoroughfare picks its way between mosques, shops, hotels and private houses where traders ply for custom from all who walk, or rather shuffle by. Deliveries on handcarts block the narrow side alleys and men, for there are few women to be seen, jostle in front of the shops and stalls or purposefully push their way from shop to shop, carrying all sorts of goods in their blue plastic bags. To add to the confusion, traders shout their trade through battery-powered megaphones. Ear-piercing, amplified Arabic adds to the atmosphere joining the many CD players at full volume, in an attempt to grab the attention of those passing.

 We follow Saeed our guide into the souk and join the seething mass with some trepidation. Holding on tightly to belongings and those nearest to us, we slowly follow carefully in his footsteps in Indian file. At times we appear to be making no progress at all whilst at others the crush is almost unbearable as we are carried along on the flowing tide – seconds later to be nudged gently into the relative quiet of one of the many side alleys. A little later, Saeed arranges for a roof-top view of the souk and soon we are clattering up stone stairs leading from an art shop. From above, the view looks even more frantic – a seemingly impenetrable route threading through a chequerboard of flat-topped stone buildings. Between the buildings, the rocket-like minarets of dozens of mosques, stand ready for launch into a fast darkening sky. I find it hard to believe that just a few seconds ago we were very much a part of that seething mass.
We return to ground level and continue eastwards. Progress remains as slow as before but the San’a’ans sensing the quickly setting sun now seem to be moving with more haste and with greater determination – visitors like us are merely movable obstructions to be cast aside if necessary.
After what seems an eternity we reach an open space in front of the old city walls where, with more room being available, goods are spread on blue sheets on the ground and vendors roam for custom with greater mobility. Saeed calls us together and tells us what is happening next. He might as well have given us a certainty for the 3.30 at Kempton Park, as the most important part of his explanation is carried away on the cacophony of noise. Within seconds of moving off, my half of the party finds itself devoid of friendly guide and helpful words, well beyond the city walls. We stop, regroup and decide that the best thing to do is to wait and see if the rest of the group finds us. Twelve pairs of eyes anxiously scan the teeming hordes but soon we spot the others on the city walls looking down at us. As one, we wave frantically.  Eventually they see us and wave back and within minutes we are reunited and making our way to the waiting bus in the Yemeni half light.
The following day, after a second night in this mystical city, sees us in the airport departure lounge; the venue for final goodbyes for many a traveller. Here we are waiting for our plane to take us the three hundred miles to the port of al-Mukalla to rejoin our ship.
W

e have perhaps been able to move the lid slightly on this magical city to discover some of its well-hidden secrets – secrets which perhaps the rest of the world has not yet seen. We will take with us many memories of a unique city in this special country about which so little is known, but most importantly we will remember the vigour which is the very heart of San’a.
